perfect sense: Leighton is introducing this poet to her readers and wishes to explore Field's relation to her immediate context. An investigation of the wider contexts of Field's poetry-a lengthy discussion of Greek poetry, or of Renaissance painting-would clearly have been out of place in Leighton's book.
And yet as much as any poet, Michael Field demands to be read against a large and varied artistic background. The first two books of lyrics to be published under the name "Michael Field"
4 both parade their participation in age-old traditions. The first, Long Ago (1889), consists of translations and expansions of the fragments of Sappho, one of which (in Greek) heads each of the poems. The second volume, Sight and Song (1892), consists of a series of ekphrases: each lyric describes a single Old Master painting and is headed by the title of the painting, the name of the painter, and the museum that houses it. Both of these interests, in Sappho and in Renaissance painting, are typically late Victorian; but they also implicate the work of these Victorian women poets into artistic traditions that are not solely Victorian-nor solely female, nor solely poetic. The next step in the critical history of Michael Field has therefore been to expand the contexts in which her poetry is discussed. Several writers have pursued the analysis of Field's poetry in the context of queer writing or of literary collaborations over the centuries. 5 In Victorian Sappho (1999), Yopie Prins situates Long Ago in an extensive tradition beginning with the Sapphic fragments themselves. 6 And in a recent article, Ana I. Parejo Vadillo has begun to perform the same service for Sight and Song, reminding us that this volume, as much as its predecessor, presents itself as a "translation" of antique artworks. 7 This critical progression is typical of what happens when a new poet swims into our ken. First she must be seen clearly, as in herself she really is, then understood in relation to her contemporaries. Then she can be understood in relation to the many broader traditions in which she participates. From the small body of criticism that has as yet appeared around Michael Field, it appears that this progression is taking place rapidly. But criticism of Victorian women's poetry has for the most part concentrated on the first two steps: it has focused on the individual and on her relation to other Victorian women poets. Vadillo's article appeared in another special issue of Victorian Poetry, this one entitled "Women Writers 1890-1918"; 8 as she was in 1995, Michael Field is surrounded by a company of Victorian women poets. Angela Leighton followed up her 1992 critical book with an anthology (1995) and a critical reader (1996) both named Victorian Women Poets, making her the only critic I know to have published three separate full-length works with the same title. 9 I mention this not flippantly, as a curiosity, but seriously, as an indication of the demand that exists in our field. We seem to be more interested in learning how our poets relate to each other than how they relate to other periods of literature or art, and this is true not only of the relatively new field of Victorian women's poetry-where it is more understandable, since the canon is still being defined-but of Victorian poetry studies in general.
Let me take as an emblem of our way of seeing Michael Field's poem, "The Sleeping Venus: Giorgione, The Dresden Gallery." This is one of the more familiar poems from Sight and Song, reprinted in two recent anthologies of nineteenth-century women's poetry. 10 Leighton does not include it in her anthology, but she does discuss it in her chapter on Michael The figure certainly seems self-sufficient. Leighton comments on the "selfdelighting physical literalness" of the description (p. 215), and Vadillo notes that "the gaze of the object is directed toward itself" (p. 30). Field presents Giorgione's Venus as a figure of autoeroticism, an implication that is reinforced by the stanza-form: an inverted and attenuated sonnet, sestet followed by octave, with a quite literal "enjambement" between the twohand and thigh crossing from one half of the stanza to the other, as the sonnet's usual dyadic structure becomes resolved into a single, apparently self-sufficient whole. Leighton and Vadillo are right in suggesting that this poem marks a break away from the main tradition of women's love poetry. But we would be wrong to view the figure of Venus as entirely solitary and decontextualized. To the contrary, Field insists that Venus is deeply interfused with her background, with the landscape in which she reclines and from which she is inseparable. This "ideal sympathy between woman and the land" was the first thing Bradley and Cooper noted about the painting in their journal, 12 and their poem insists upon it:
And her body has the curves, The same extensive smoothness seen In yonder breadths of pasture, in the swerves Of the grassy mountain-green That for her propping pillow serves: There is sympathy between Her and Earth of largest reach. (p. 99; ll. [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] [21] There are two overlapping fields of vision presented in the poem, one centering on the woman, the other on the expansive landscape that serves as her context. But they are depicted as perfectly continuous, and to focus too exclusively on one at the expense of the other is to risk not seeing the forest for the trees-or in this case, the field for the knees:
Down to the crossing knees a line descends Unimpeachable and soft As the adjacent slope that ends In chequered plain of hedge and croft. (p. 100; ll. 31-34)
As these lines descend Venus' body, they pass imperceptibly into a description of the landscape: "the adjacent slope" seems at first to be a part of her anatomy, but it "ends" in the fields in the background. I should make it clear that I am not disagreeing with Leighton's reading or Vadillo's, nor cavilling because they happen to concentrate on one aspect of the poem rather than another; it would be nonsensical to object to a reading because of what it does not try to say. I cite "The Sleeping Venus" merely as an emblem of a critical tendency in Victorian poetry studies: our tendency to focus on a bounded field, often to the exclusion of the adjacent slopes. In this case we might take the foreground and background to represent the sister arts of poetry and painting, a sisterhood of which Sight and Song constantly reminds the reader, from its title onwards.
The Venus of this poem may legitimately be taken as a representation of her authors' self-sufficiency, a "freeing of the female imagination" (Leighton, p. 215). But she is presented first of all as a figure emerging, not from the poet's psyche, but from another painting: "She has left her archèd shell, / Has left the barren wave that foams, / Amid earth's fruitful tilths to dwell" (p. 98; ll. [4] [5] [6] . In other words, Giorgione's Venus has come over from Botticelli's The Birth of Venus, a painting described in a poem near the beginning of Sight and Song (just as "The Sleeping Venus" comes near the end). Field demands that we think of the subjects described in the volume as figures in paint, and even seems to require that we have some familiarity with the particular works so meticulously catalogued by the titles of the poems. (It seems important to know, for instance, that The Sleeping Venus may be a collaborative work: since the sixteenth century it has borne a double attribution, to Giorgione and Titian.) 13 As time goes on, criticism of Field's poetry will concentrate more and more not only on the immediate context-the work of other Victorian poets-but on works that seem further afield, like the paintings of the Italian Renaissance. Prins's Victorian Sappho has already begun this process.
The question is, when will this start to happen consistently? It is one of the peculiarities of our field that, with one major exception, it shies away from studies that relate Victorian poetry to other periods of art. This is a deep-seated aversion, beginning with Tennyson himself, who in the 1880s fumed over John Churton Collins' articles in Cornhill, which listed classical precedents for many of Tennyson's phrases. Perhaps the current reticence stems from a consciousness of the old objection to Victorian poetry, that it is a schoolroom art, bookish and full of allusions. One can see why we would wish to combat that stereotype; the difficulty is that the stereotype has a basis in truth. Perhaps it is not possible to say that one period of poetry is more intertextual than another (and it is not clear how one would calculate the comparison in any case), but Victorian poetry seems to insist more than others on its relation to earlier artworks. For instance: all sonnet-sequences consciously participate in a tradition; but I can think of no example except for Christina Rossetti's Monna Innominata that so strenuously displays its debts to precursors as to put a pair of epigraphs at the head of every sonnet, essentially disrupting the economy that defines the sonnet form. Consider how many Victorian poems, from "Mariana" onward, depend upon epigraphs. Even more striking is the close connection between Victorian poetry and the visual arts. I am referring not only to Sight and Song or the many poems by Robert Browning centering on Renaissance painters; I suspect that such poems are more common in the Victorian period than in most others, but again this would be difficult to calculate. Certainly, though, no other period of English poetry can boast the likes of Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Morris, who were equally accomplished as poets and as graphic artists. The only near equivalent is Blake; but Blake was a one-man show, whereas Pre-Raphaelitism drew dozens of poets and painters into a close relation with each other.
It would not be true to say that these connections have been wholly ignored, that criticism of Victorian poetry never considers other areas of literature and art. But in the main, criticism of Victorian poetry has for decades been more reluctant than criticism of other periods to explore the fields in the background. 14 The one great exception, to which I alluded above, is Romanticism: the debts and intertextualities between Victorian and Romantic poetry have been thoroughly discussed. 15 But the very mention of Romanticism already suggests one major reason for the boundedness of our field: its name. "Romanticism" is a nebulous term, but it is usually taken to refer to a European-wide movement in thought and art-all of the arts, including painting and music as well as literature-stretching from sometime in the eighteenth century until some indeterminate endpoint. 16 "Victorian poetry," on the other hand, limits the field it names chronologically, generically, and even nationally. Is it right to refer to Baudelaire as a "Victorian" poet? How about Walt Whitman? They seem to be excluded by the denomination, which implicitly limits itself to the British empire. Likewise, whereas "Romanticism" embraces the visual arts (the same is true of "Modernism"), the very term "Victorian poetry" divides Pre-Raphaelite art against itself.
The name has been a barrier, blocking the view and largely discouraging the next step in the cultivation of our field: criticism that treats Victorian poetry as an integral part of wider traditions. Again, this is not to detract in any way from existing work. Although I speak of a "progression," I do not mean that criticism which takes a more inclusive view of the artistic landscape will be "better" in itself than previous criticism. Criticism does not improve, any more than art improves, but like art it develops. A book like Leighton's does not need to be improved upon; by the same token, it does not need to be repeated. It is not the individual works of criticism that will become more complex and mature, but our field. It is notable that books devoted to a single author have remained a staple of Victorian poetry studies, long after they have ceased to be common in other fields. These works are often our finest pieces of criticism; and yet if the field consists only of such books, it shuts itself off. A single-author monograph presupposes interest in its subject; it does not compel it.
The less attention we pay to other fields, the less attention they will pay to us. But does this matter? Why should we change? In the first place, there are practical reasons. As long as "Victorian poetry" is seen as a strictly bounded field, one concerned primarily with its own internal economy, it will attract fewer graduate students and young scholars, and those who do enter the field will be at a disadvantage when looking for jobs. Secondly, as I have mentioned, the poetry itself is insistently intertextual. The corpus of Victorian poems is as inextricable from its background, literary and artistic, as Giorgione's Venus is from hers; as critics we have a responsibility to recognize and explore these continuities. Our field will be enriched, not jeopardized, by the time spent looking over the fence at the artists just on the other side. One of the foundational texts of criticism of Victorian women's poetry, the final chapter of Gilbert and Gubar's The Madwoman in the Attic, discusses the poetry of Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Christina Rossetti in conjunction with that of Emily Dickinson. 17 If this fruitful comparison has not for the most part been followed up, that is once again due, I believe, to the implicit limitations of the term "Victorian." 18 We do ourselves a disservice by sheltering within such a niche. Rather, we should take our cue once more from Giorgione's Venus: "Thus she slumbers in no grot, / But on open ground, / With the great hill-sides around." Notes
